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On Nov. 7, the executive branch formally submitted to the legislature proposed reforms to article
27 of the constitution, among other measures to modify land tenure. The administration seeks
to modernize the agricultural sector by opening up communal property (ejidos) to domestic and
foreign private investment. The Mexican ejido is comprised of smallholders who jointly contract
loans and share machinery and inputs while farming individual plots. When an ejido member dies,
usufruct of the land is transferred to the eldest child, as long as the latter is interested in farming the
land. In cases where heirs do not exist, ejido plots are passed on to landless campesinos. In contrast
to the ejido structure, members of farm cooperatives share all aspects of farm work. At present, an
estimated 18 million Mexican farmers work on 2,000 cooperative holdings. Most of the cooperatives
are located in areas dominated by indigenous populations. The bill does not call for elimination of
the ejido, a cornerstone of the 1917 revolution. Instead, it proposes allowing ejidatarios, smallholders
and cooperative members to enter into partnerships with outside investors. Under the partnerships,
campesinos would be guaranteed 8% of the harvest and 50% of the profits, in addition to a wage.
The reforms would also allow ejido members to turn their holdings into individually-held private
property which could then be sold. Highlights of proposed reforms are summarized below. *
Elevation to constitutional rank the forms of ejidal and communal or cooperative property. *
Protection of the territorial integrity of indigenous peoples and strengthening of the community
life of ejidatarios and cooperatives. * Regulation of land use patterns and improvements in the
living standards of ejidatarios and comuneros. * An end to the current process of land redistribution
and subdivision. Minifundios currently account for an estimated 2 million ha. of agricultural land
area. * Elimination of restrictions on private capital participation, including authorization for
domestic and foreign private investment on ejido lands. * Strengthening of ejido members' legal
rights to their land, including guaranteeing the right to transfer usufruct to other ejidatarios. The
government initiative does not propose any type of subsidies for the ejidos, emphasizing instead
private investment in agriculture. Before the sale of ejido lands could take place, ejidatarios would
first have to obtain full legal title to property which has frequently been worked by members of
the same family for generations. The new legislation also calls for elimination of the Agrarian
Reform Ministry (SRA), and creating a network of agrarian tribunals which would oversee conflicts
over ownership rights. Such a change would represent a shift in legal power and authority from
the executive to the judicial branch of government. Since the ruling Institutional Revolutionary
Party (PRI) enjoys a comfortable majority in the national congress, the proposed changes will
almost certainly be approved. Nonetheless, some party members are not enthusiastic supporters.
Traditionally, the PRI's strongest base of has been in the countryside among ejidatarios and other
campesinos. PRI legislators are uncertain about the political effects of these proposals in the
countryside and some fear the party will lose support. The leadership of the PRI-controlled National
Campesino Confederation (CNC) is expected to support the proposals, although many among the
CNC rank and file are less than enthusiastic. The CNC is the only member-organization under the
Permanent Agrarian Congress (CAP) to support the measures. Eleven CAP affiliate organizations
have publicly expressed opposition to the reforms. The opposition National Action Party (PAN) has
yet to publicize its position on the reforms, while the Party of the Democratic Revolution (PRD) and
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other leftist parties have strongly denounced the proposal as a betrayal of the principles and gains of
the Mexican revolution. Some critics say the reforms will inevitably lead to the eventual elimination
of the ejidos, and to land ownership concentration. Others assert that neither Mexican nor foreign
investors are interested in acquiring land, but rather in taking advantage of cheap labor in the
countryside. PRD leader Cuauhtemoc Cardenas attributed problems experienced by ejido members
to government neglect and corruption originating with agrarian reform officials, BANRURAL, and
government farm insurance schemes. Carlota Botey, director of the Center for Historical Studies
of Mexican Agrarianism, said the proposals are deceptive. According to Botey, "When they talk
of liberty and justice as the motives [behind the reforms], one has to ask, `liberty and justice for
whom?'" She added that private capital participation in the ejido could result in the maintenance
of the ejido in name, while stripping the communal property arrangement of its content. (Sources:
Agence France- Presse, 11/07/91, 11/08/91; Mexico City News, Excelsior, 11/07-09/91; El Financiero,
11/07-09/91, 11/11/91; La Jornada, 11/07-09/91, 11/12/91; Uno Mas Uno, 11/07-09/91, 11/11/91)
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